Historical Strands in the Interpretation of Italian and German Racism
Conventional historical wisdom has long viewed racism as a point of distinction between Nazi Germany and Fascist Italy.1 Particularly in the decades immediately following the war, scholars identified racism and anti-Semitism as core elements of Nazi ideology, yet viewed racist thought and action on the part of Fascist Italy as a consequence of the country's fatal alliance with its Axis partner to the north.2 Historians and public intellectuals alike have argued that Italians were only marginally interested in questions of race, as the Italy's national culture, which was dominated for centuries by the Christian values of compassion and brotherly love, was fundamentally at odds with racist ideology.3 Thus, when Fascist Italy did institute racist policies, it did so only to placate Nazi Germany, which insisted that Italy adopt a hard line on questions of race.4 Renzo De Felice, for example, has argued that the anti-Semitic legislation passed in Italy in the fall of 1938 was implemented for no other reason than to remove ideological obstacles to cooperation between the two regimes.5 From this perspective, Fascist Italy was not genuinely committed to racism, but rather only responding to the exigencies of its foreign policy.
Starting in the mid-1990s we can see efforts to reassess the role played by racism and anti-Semitism in Mussolini's dictatorship. A new generation of historians began to question the notion that the Italians merely mimicked their German allies for strategic and opportunistic reasons. Angelo Del Boca and Filippo Focardi were among the scholars of this new school who denounced the dominant narrative as a legend created for political reasons in the immediate post-war era in order to distance Italy from Germany and its horrific crimes.6 Some historians, such as Michele Sarfatti and Alberto De Bernardi, even argued that racism was a defining characteristic of Italian Fascism. 7 However, in this literature little effort is made to consider possible entanglements between Fascist Italy and Nazi Germany, i.e. how each country might have influenced other. Indeed, in rejecting the notion that the Italians were merely 'falling in line' with their German counterparts, the scholars of the new school have exhibited a tendency to wholly reject the notion that Hitler influenced Mussolini when it came to the persecution of Jews and other minorities; Italy, it is asserted, was home to 'autochthonous anti-Semitism.'8 For scholars such as Emilio Gentile and Enzo Collotti, anti-Jewish thought and action either emerged naturally from the inner logic and dynamics of the Italian dictatorship, which sought to create a 'New Man' through all-encompassing social mobilization and ideological radicalization9 or it was interpreted as a backlash of what they understood as the Italian and German race, the Italians sought to increase 'racial prolificacy' rather than protect 'racial purity' (purportedly the main concern of the Germans). Quine emphasizes how the Germans favored forced sterilization and ultimately the mass killing of people deemed 'undesirable' , and places this in contrast to Italian pronatalist measures, which made ample use of modern reproductive medicine.
In this way, the general reassessment of Fascist racism that began in the mid-1990s did not prompt scholars to examine the ways in which the two dictatorships were interlinked or converged. Rather, the laudable efforts to counter previous apologetic accounts and understand the history of Italian racism on its own terms (e.g. 'free of assumptions based upon the German and Nazi experience')14 made them conceptualize new fundamental distinctions. This has significantly impacted how the Fascist regime as a whole has been contextualized: While the initial post-war narrative emphasized the international currents and exigencies that shaped Mussolini's regime (albeit to explain the country's ruthless racial policies as an aberration imposed by outside forces), the revisionists' position must be seen as a return to historical writing that places outsized emphasis on the nation state as the unit of analysis. This is a clear point of weakness, despite the admirable efforts of the revisionists to shed new light on the nature of racism in twentieth century Italy.15 Essentially, Italian racism has been presented as a 'disentangled' history. We thus find two very distinct, yet lopsided positions that have dominated the discussion for many years, as highlighted by Olindo de Napoli in his recent summary of the existing literature: the 'imitation paradigm' of racism driven by foreign influence, and the notion of 'Italian distinctiveness,' of a unique national pathway to the racist oppression and violence of the war years. 16 A third way of interpreting racism and anti-Semitism in Italy has begun to emerge in recent years, as numerous scholars have sought to reconcile the two opposing currents in thought. These post-revisionist historians argue that the radicalization of racist ideology and action in Fascist Italy can only be fully understood against the backdrop of wider international developments. Michele Sarfatti, Robert S. Gordon, Marie-Anne Matard-Bonucci, Aristotle Kallis and
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Olindo De Napoli, 'The origin of the Racist Laws under fascism: A problem of historiography,' Journal of Modern Italian Studies 17 (2012), 106-122. fascism 6 (2017) Alexander de Grand all argue that racism was a core aspect of Fascist Italy and that there were highly significant points of convergence between Nazi Germany and Fascist Italy, as both states shared the conviction that drastic measures were necessary to protect the racial integrity of their populations.17 Alexander de Grand, for example, has argued that racially motivated thought and action was not just as an element of separation but also of interconnection. His under-appreciated study highlights the need for more empirical research on various facets of racism within the Axis alliance.18 My contribution builds on these new insights. In doing so, I hope to offer an original perspective on the issue of race in the relations between Nazi Germany and Fascist Italy. While most post-revisionist scholars continue to focus on how Germany influenced Italian racial programs, legislation, and practices (thereby demonstrating how persuasive the notion of an 'all-powerful' Nazi Germany still is),19 I seek to reverse the perspective: I look at how Fascist Italy appears to have informed German thinking about race and how to best purge society of people deemed inferior or dangerous.20 In Germany, calls to purify the Volksgemeinschaft of 'alien' elements were voiced in a highly racialized language, as Mark Roseman points out.21 Racism was thus harnessed to legitimize the persecution, expulsion and ultimately murder of different racial, social, and political groups. By examining how Germans viewed Italian racism in a wider sense and the role that racism played in their relations, I aim to provide a fresh perspective that softens existing notions of stark division between Germany and Italy while also providing a more nuanced and complex picture.
In doing so, I do not mean to negate the many differences that existed between the two regimes in racial matters.22 While Nazism initially shared various features with other fascist and right-wing movements and dictatorships, including the violent oppression and persecution of racialized opponents, only Hitler's regime fully radicalized, embarking on a road to the total annihilation of those people deemed 'racial enemies,' as Sven Reichardt has recently argued.23 Thus, the Holocaust still marks a unique feature of Nazi Germany. Furthermore, any discussion of convergence between the regimes must be attenuated by the realization that the Germans and Italians nourished considerable xenophobic and even racial resentments against each other.24 By extension, racism clearly served as a vehicle for racial experts in both countries to draw fundamental distinctions between themselves and their foreign colleagues. As Elisabetta Cassina Wolff has recently argued, the notions of a 'Nordic' and 'Mediterranean' race were primarily cultural constructions used by the scholars to situate themselves in wider cultural contexts and manufacture a sense of intellectual belonging.25 Accordingly, she speaks of the creation of specific racist ideas as a form of academic 'branding. ' However, such differential analysis only provides us with a partial picture. For despite the prevalence of national animosities and rhetorical pronouncements of disparity and demarcation, leading policy luminaries, state officials and so-called racial experts in Germany showed a genuine and long-lasting interest in the ideas, programs and practices of racial engineering that were developed and implemented by Fascist Italy. More generally, Mussolini's dictatorship, which enjoyed an extremely positive international reputation as a vanguard of modernity in the years prior to the war, served as a role model and source of inspiration for the Germans, particularly when it came to matters of 'race' and 'purifying the nation' . Admittedly, the act of comparing Germany to Italy was motivated in numerous instances by the desire to do things 'better' or 'differently' than the Italians. However, there can be no doubt that the Germans often saw Italy's racial policies as a 'gold standard' by which to measure themselves.
In this way, we find that Fascist Italy served as a potent 'projection screen' for Nazi Germany; it was a highly useful point of reference that could be harnessed to advance a wide range of interpretations and arguments. Indeed, the Italian dictatorship served National Socialists both as a tangible blueprint for developing and consolidating their own totalitarian rule and as a foil and rhetorical device in the inner debates over the 'true' meaning of Nazism and the power struggles associated with it. The central role that Fascist Italy acquired in the ideological and policy debates of the National Socialists reveals a great deal about the mechanics of discursive practice. Yet it also shows us the importance of Mussolini's dictatorship for the formation Nazi identity: It was through reference to Italy that the Nazis came to understand themselves.
This paper is divided into three parts: in the first part, I demonstrate how many Germans admired and sought to emulate the racial vision of Fascist Italy's 'New Man' prior to 1933. The doctrine of the 'New Man' had been a core element of Italian fascist ideology since Mussolini seized power in 1922, and it focused on the social exclusion of people deemed dangerous, such as 'career criminals' and 'social misfits' .
The second part of my argument addresses two contradictory, yet closely linked developments that took place around 1933. On the one hand, the Italian dictatorship provided the National Socialists with a positive template as they sought to transform Germany into a totalitarian state. However, on the other hand, the Nazis also used Fascist Italy as a negative example. Specifically, German fascists wanted to use the idea of biological racism and anti-Semitism to construct a new form of fascism that would provide them a unique National Socialist identity.
Finally, the third part of my argument explores the exchange and cooperative ventures launched between the two regimes in the 1930s that centred on questions of social exclusion. The idea of creating a 'New Man' was a core feature of Italian Fascism.29 This notion was tightly bound with a vision of a new social order in which the Italian people would be transformed into a warrior society that was strictly hierarchical and racially pure.30 It was a vision that presumed human inequality and unequal rights, just as it presumed that the collective was more important than the individual. An inherent feature of this vision was social exclusion; not every Italian would fulfil the criteria expected from the uomo nuovo. Homosexuals, 'career' criminals, and the so-called socially degenerate would all be excluded, along with ethnic minorities such as Slavs, and later, Jews. Moreover, the aims of this social utopia were largely directed toward violence, war and territorial expansion. The supposedly racially superior Italians would assert themselves in a 'war of existence' against other peoples in order to conquer new Lebensraum -a term that was used in Italy as well as Germany. Although deliberately kept vague, such racial concepts were just as much a vehicle for the ideological mobilisation of Italian society31 as a concrete biopolitical programme.32
In the propaganda it disseminated abroad, Italy presented the global public with a bundle of measures aimed at saving not only Italians, but the entire 'white race' , as the Mussolini confidently proclaimed.33 He regarded the future of his nation as entirely contingent on its demographic development. A critical moment in this regard was his Ascension Day Speech delivered on 26 May 1927, in which he made statements of basic policy with regard to race and demographics. Outside Italy, Mussolini's plan to set up thousands of institutions designed to assist mothers and their children created a sensation. The interest in the policy pronouncements of fascist Italy was so great that the New York Times published the speech in its entirety.34 While Mussolini's speeches attracted attention around the world, his pronouncements had particular traction in the crisis-shaken Weimar Republic. The Italian dictator even wrote articles on demographic issues for publication Italian efforts to control and surveil all aspects of society were particularly compelling for various Germans. And German interest was by no means limited to technical details, but focused especially on the totalitarian and racist thinking that informed Italian fascism in general. A 1927 article titled 'Italian racial protection' that appeared in the Völkischer Beobachter, the central ideological mouthpiece of the new National Socialist movement, is illustrative in this regard.38 The article claimed that in sharp contrast to the Weimar Republic, the 'new' Italy had introduced a comprehensive network of fascist laws for the 'protection of the race' , which were of the 'most burning interest' to the National Socialist movement. The article did not only refer to 'positive' eugenic measures, such as support for mothers and children, which supposedly furthered the purity, health and cleanliness of fascist society. It also discussed repressive measures in glowing terms. The article addressed, among other things, Italian policy on abortion, which included retaliatory steps against women and doctors and imposed long prison sentences. The article asserted that such measures served to fortify the strength of the Volk, and argued that a similarly comprehensive policy for national rebirth should finally become a reality in Germany as well. It would be erroneous to regard such statements simply as a tactical device aimed at discrediting the Weimar Republic. As Hitler's statements in public speeches and private conversation reveal, the Nazis relied on Italian fascism to project their own vision of a future German Volksgemeinschaft, or National Socialist community. This vision of a new, harmonious society was based, just like Mussolini's notion of the 'New Man' , on racist, anti-democratic, and nationalist ideas.39 Between the 1920s and the early 1940s, Hitler often praised the exemplary manner with which Mussolini's combatted his political enemies and the Jews -his praise for Mussolini was a consistent element in his thinking. 40 In his statements, Hitler pointed to the brutal persecution of socialists and communists in Mussolini's state, and noted with great interest the uneasiness and fear aroused by these violent methods.41 The Führer could feel vindicated that the deliberate use of force against dissidents had an intimidating effect and was an effective means of political communication. What is truly surprising, in addition, is how often, starting from the 1920s, Hitler cited anti-Semitism in his public appearances as the bridge connecting the two fascist movements. But Hitler didn't just refer to Mussolini as an anti-Semite indirectly by drawing attention to his relentless campaign against Freemasonry, an international organisation that supposedly relied on Jewish financiers.42 Indeed, he explicitly referred to Fascist Italy as a strong anti-Jewish power, and, in this respect, drew strong parallels with his own movement. National Socialism, 'like Italian Fascism' , was a force that would repel the assaults of 'Asiatic Judaism,' Hitler said.43 At an early stage, in fact, Hitler maintained that the Jews were a foreign, Hitler's statements, it is clear that fated fascist alliance also had a racist ideological foundation, and that it should not be understood -as earlier research has so often suggested -as a purely tactical alliance between two major powers that fundamentally mistrusted each other.45
Researchers have tended to interpret such statements by Hitler as attempts to persuade his own followers of the advantages of an alliance with Italy, for some Nazi loyalists had voiced considerable resentment toward the Mediterranean nation.46 However, primary sources suggest a different interpretation: at least in part, Hitler appears to have drawn repeated reference to Italy to undergird his own convictions and reassure himself. By evoking Europe's first fascist dictatorship, he could strengthen his inner conviction that his movement was on the right course, as another movement had taken this road before, ostensibly with great success. At the same time, Hitler was manufacturing historical interpretations: for himself and for others, he depicted National Socialism as part of a broader European political movement that inevitably would culminate in a victory over Bolshevism and Judaism.
Not much changed in Hitler's enthusiasm for Mussolini's state after the Nazis seized power in 1933. This demonstrates that discrediting the Weimar Republic was in no way Hitler's sole motivation for bestowing such lavish praise on the 'successes' of Fascist Italy. Violence against opponents of Italy's fascist regime remained a key talking point. A particularly revealing example comes from a meeting the new Reich Chancellor held with Vittorio Cerutti on 5 February 1933. Hitler expressed his admiration to the Italian ambassador about how well Italy had learned to 'defend itself against Marxism' since the March on Rome. Hitler added that he, as well, would soon show the world how to deal with one's enemies.47 This interview took place only two weeks before Hitler and the National Socialist movement were by no means alone in their interest in fascist repression; large numbers of experts, including jurists, criminalists, 'social hygienists' and police professionals were energetically involved in building the groundwork for National Socialism from 1933 onward, and the new regime might well have disintegrated without their active support. As has been recently acknowledged by many scholars, since 1922 Fascist Italy had been regarded as an international leader in matters related to fighting crime.51 In Germany, people saw Mussolini's new state as a shining alternative to what they called their 'Jew-infested' Weimar republic, which had failed to combat supposedly rampant moral decadence, as evidenced not least in the rising crime rate. Leading criminalists and police professionals were impressed by the supposedly highly modern, efficient fascist police apparatus that permeated all areas of life, under its allegedly all-knowing chief, Arturo Bocchini, who was admiringly described as the 'invisible master of Italian life' .52 The ranks of these admiring professionals included Ernst Engelbrecht from the Berlin police force, who expressed his opinions in a number of articles in the popular science press;53 Robert Heindl, an exceptionally successful criminologist, whose book The Professional Criminal was also widely disseminated;54 and Arthur Nebe, later the Chief of the German Criminal Police and accomplice in the mass murder of Jews and gypsies in the Germanoccupied territories.55 German criminalists found in Fascist Italy their ultimate model for the seamless control of all suspected persons.56 They voiced admiration for what they saw as the strict centralisation of the police apparatus,57 and the scientific procedures used by their colleagues south of the Alps. They especially admired the authority granted to the Italian criminal police to regiment the personal lives of even those individuals who had never been convicted of any crime, if they could not show they had an 'honest trade' . Such suspicious persons were forced to take lodging in mass quarters controlled by the police, which they were not allowed to leave after dark. Any violation of these constraints could mean deportation or many years of forced labour. In view of these virtually limitless options for the security forces, it is not surprising that German police experts such as Arthur Nebe had publically promoted preventive crimefighting of the sort practised by Mussolini's state well before 1933.
Yet the advocates of expanded police powers did not confine themselves to making proposals. As the climate of political opinion in the Weimar Republic shifted ever further to the right in the late 1920s, right-wing nationalist jurists and politicians sought to legislate elements of fascist criminal justice in Germany and used them to fend off unwanted reform initiatives by their opponents. Thus, Italy's reintroduction in 1926 of the death penalty for political crimes also entered the German political debate. Albert Zapf of the dvp (German People's Party), who was quite familiar with the Italian situation from various articles published in Germany,58 cited Mussolini in the Reichstag as an argument against the abolition of the death penalty, which was favoured by the Social Democrats. The spd delegate Kurt Rosenfeld acknowledged that Mussolini's regime had played a 'certain role' in the deliberations.59 If one reads the minutes of the committee meetings, it is apparent that this is an understatement. While the right wing representatives also made reference to other nations such as Austria, France and Russia, they kept coming back to Fascist Italy and cited relevant literature, which claimed to prove that Mussolini's decision had a positive effect on the crime rate. Just a little later, support arrived from the Italian dictator himself. In a much-quoted interview with German journalist and biographer, Emil Ludwig, he declared that 'every cultured nation' recognized the death penalty. Moreover, he said, major crime had risen to a shocking extent in Italy.60 It did not help the Social Democrats to point out the barbaric character of Mussolini's violent rule.61 The 'objective' correlation, 'proven' by appropriate statistics, between the death penalty and a reduction in the numbers of violent crimes was beyond question for the representatives of the right.
The months following Hitler's seizure of power in 1933 marked a temporary high point in Germany's engagement with the example provided by Fascist Italy. In the project to transform the liberal Weimar Republic into a totalitarian regime, Italy was ever-more eagerly studied. No clear plans existed for how to institute totalitarianism, which made outside knowledge relevant to dictatorship, especially from Italy, of particular importance. In a wide range of areas, the new National Socialist regime made efforts in to acquire such know-how in Italy. To cite just a few examples: the Germans were interested in the symbols, rituals and practices that helped to consolidate community identity in Italy, as well as in the precise mechanisms of Mussolini's rule.62 For instance, they wanted to know details about the constitutional status of the fascist militia in the Italian state. Germany was in the process of proposing a new system of organisation for the sa, which was the avowed 'equivalent' of the Italian militia, and entrusted it with police powers based on the Italian fascist model.63 As Hitler himself admitted, his economic policies had been inspired by the Italian Corporate State.64 In addition, the heads of the new regime wanted to learn all about the role of the Fascist party in the organisational structure of the dictatorship. As Hitler's deputy Rudolf Hess explained, he was very interested in the "fusion of the Fascist party with the Italian state" and had an extensive memorandum prepared on this subject, which went on to form the basis for discussion among the National Socialist leadership.65 Italian fascism proved to be just as influential as a role model in Nazi deliberations about future criminal law that shaped the character of the new National Socialist state like no other. It is truly remarkable that as they were formulating the fundamental legal principles of the Third Reich, leading German jurists made explicit reference to Fascist Italy. Of course, they also incorporated legal provisions borrowed from other countries, but Italy took on a special place in their work. The jurists justified their interest in Italy because it was ostensibly in Fascism that the principle of totalitarianism found its clearest expression. The Soviet Union could not come close to matching Fascist Italy in this respect -while the communists had tended to 'veil' the idea of total rule in their constitution for ideological reasons, Italian penal law was seen as 'absolutely consistent' .66 The jurists could rely on support from the highest quarters for this interpretation. As reported by Jewish journalists, Herman Göring had declared only a few months earlier that the idea of the 'total state' as developed in Italy 'matched' the fundamental views of the nsdap.67 And Hitler himself had proclaimed at the previous year's Nazi Party rally that 'except for the fascist revolution in Italy, no other similar kind of historical action can compare to the National Socialist endeavour in its internal discipline and order. '68 In this way, the 'total state' established by Italy occupied a central position in the minds of German jurists as they worked to reform Germany. Foremost among these jurists was Robert Freisler, the Blutrichter ['blood judge'] of the Third Reich, soon destined to become the symbolic figure par excellence In the spring of 1933, Freisler issued a memorandum at the request of the Prussian Minister of Justice. In his memorandum, Freisler attributed to Italy many of the key elements now used to describe National Socialism: it was said to be a Volksgemeinschaft and a 'new order' set on 'cleansing' the 'body of the people' of foreign and hostile elements.71 Of course, these terms existed in Germany even before the Fascist takeover of power in Italy. It is nevertheless quite noteworthy that in 1933, the discourse did not focus on Germany -elements of national tradition were placed instead in an international historical context. In this way, we see how Italian fascism played an integral role in the National Socialist quest for historical meaning.
Of course, this engagement with Italian fascism was not purely abstract. It ultimately had numerous impacts on real policy. References to Mussolini's state clearly helped persuade jurists who were still hesitant about adding authoritarian provisions to German penal law. Persistent references were made to Italy during legal deliberations, and to the positive results that had emerged themselves from Italian Fascism and to construct difference through racism.79 This effort to elevate racism as a point of difference is a remarkable 'construction' , as we previously saw how mesmerised the National Socialists were prior to 1933 by the 'inherent racism' of Italian fascism. However, Freisler's 1933 memorandum totally contradicted these earlier acknowledgments as well as the actual racist substance of Italian fascist policies. Instead, the talk was now of 'specific National Socialist principles' , such as the 'protection of the race and national values' .80 We should recall that these were the very words used by the National Socialists only a few years earlier to praise the fascist approach in the most glowing terms. Biologically defined anti-Semitism was now specifically advanced as the core and defining element of National Socialist ideology. Real differences doubtless existed between the racist and anti-Semitic stances of the two dictatorships.81 However, the National Socialist regime began to quite deliberately accentuate the differences between Italy and Germany to make them seem much larger than they actually were. It also began to criticise the Italians' seemingly excessively lax attitude toward the Jews.
These ostensible differences played an important role when the two regimes briefly embarked on a confrontational path after the assassination of Austria's Chancellor Engelbert Dollfuß in July 1934. Racism was now highlighted as a point of difference between the regimes. It is clear that there were no far-reaching ideological differences manifest in this dispute. Rather, it was the product of power rivalries along with the specific need on the part of the National Socialists to construct a unique identity for themselves. Ultimately, this rhetoric of difference can only be explained against the backdrop of the large-scale accusations of plagiarism made against National Socialism during this period. Not only in Germany but also abroad, the prevailing opinion was that Hitler and his movement were only a cheap imitation of Italian fascism.
In 1933, for example, The Illustrated London News noted 'that Hitlerism resembles Fascism, and was, indeed, borrowed from Fascism.'82 As the paper asserted, 'in his speeches the German Fuehrer copied the Italian dictator, whose picture stands on his writing desk and whose outer manner he copied in every detail.' Despite the fact that the National Socialist movement strenuously disputed such allegations of imitation at every turn, they were perceived as lacking in originality. In this vein, the Modern Review, published in the British The National Socialist movement felt compelled to counter these general charges of plagiarism. In fact, Nazi propagandists went so far as reprint the above caricature together with similar cartoon portrayals. In the commentary and translations that were provided, the cartoons were re-interpreted.
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Helping the Axis Partner Purge the Nation: Repression and Anti-Semitic Persecution Across Borders
An additional set of circumstances lent further credence to the thesis that the ideological gap between National Socialism and Fascism was often the result of a deliberately fabricated alterity. Regardless of ideological attempts at distancing, greater levels of contact, the cross-border exchange of knowledge and direct collaboration regarding matters of repression took place in the mid-1930s between Fascist Italy and Nazi Germany. Such cooperative undertakings were not inspired solely by political considerations regarding the alliance. Each side was genuinely interested in the solutions being developed by the other side to purge the new society of undesirable elements. Their mutual interest was only intensified by the international boycott initiated in response to Italy's illegal war of aggression against Abyssinia. Moreover, the Italian regime was now increasingly under the spell of its notion of a global Jewish-plutocratic conspiracy, which it sought to combat domestically and internationally. he wanted to persecute and exclude them from Italian society by interning them.89 As a result, Germany and Italy sent expert delegations to explore each other's population management projects and policies. This included the visitation of new settlements as well as prisons and concentration camps.90 They also exchanged knowledge acquired from their experiences in detecting, combating and preventing social deviance. Both sides were interested in each other's prison systems. The Italian fascists had elevated the prison system to the level of a new science, and the country's innovations in this area had attracted worldwide attention.91 Freisler, for example, maintained contact with Giovanni Novelli, who was then considered a leading international expert in penal science and crime prevention.92
Collaboration between the regimes in the area of population management did not stop at an exchange of ideas, however. Indeed, they engaged in tactical collaboration in the international battle against their enemies in order to 'cleanse' their societies. For this purpose, the German-Italian Police Agreement, a momentous secret pact, was signed in April 1936.93 The Agreement provided for close cooperation in combating international crime, and went well beyond the normal level of bilateral police cooperation that existed between countries at that time. The agreement provided for the comprehensive reciprocal exchange of information about suspicious persons. It also enabled police forces to transfer suspects outside the country under 'exclusion of diplomatic negotiations' ,94 thus contravening the principles of international law in force at that time regarding extradition. All of the participants clearly understood that this provision authorised government abduction across national boundaries. Elaborate organisational structures were created in Germany and Italy to facilitate such law enforcement collaboration. Liaison offices were set up at the embassies in Rome and Berlin, each of them headed by a police attaché who supervised a staff with several workers; this represented an entirely new category of office, since previously, there had only been military attachés.95 In Italy, there were also German representatives embedded in the provincial police districts so as to make it easier to discover opponents of the German regime who had fled across the Alps. Finally, a 'hot line' was set up in Rome connecting the German police representatives and the Italian Minister of the Interior, who could be directly reached day and night. Altogether, 15,000 individuals found themselves in the crosshairs of this repressive apparatus. There were serious, and in some cases deadly, consequences for those who were persecuted.96
The Police Agreement was directed first and foremost, expressis verbis, against communists and Freemasons. It would be misleading, however, to conclude from this language that the Italians somehow opposed the persecution of the Jews. Rather, the truth is that at the time the treaty was signed, the Jews were not the major internal threat to the Nazis. One must keep in mind that for many years, Nazi Germany's main enemies were Communists and Socialists; in the first years of the dictatorship they also constituted the vast majority of concentration camp inmates.97 It was only in late 1938, and especially after the November pogroms, that the numbers of Jewish prisoners rose dramatically. What is more, although Jews were not explicitly named as potential enemies in the Police Agreement, joint persecution of the Jews had already been established. Freemasonry represented a potential ideological bridge, since in Fascist Italy, Freemasons were the functionally equivalent to the insane Nazi notion of a worldwide Jewish conspiracy. Therefore, by the time the war began, police persecution of Jewish refugees from Germany had become a gruesome reality south of the Alps. German-Italian police collaboration underwent both a substantive and territorial expansion after 1939. For one thing, the operational scope of the two police forces expanded to Belgium and France (among other countries), places where Italian anti-fascists had been seeking exile ever since 1922. Those refugees who were unsuccessful in fleeing to Spain and Portugal in time98 were arrested by the Germans and transferred to Italy, where long prison terms awaited them.99 To this end, German and Italian authorities ran five transfer centres in Menton and other towns in Southern France.100
At the same time, Germany and Italy expanded the scope of their enemies. Now, they included deserters from the Wehrmacht who had fled across the Alps, whom the Italians handed over to the German authorities.101 In addition, police activity turned increasingly against "undesirable" Germans living in Italy, who had sought to escape the constraints of Nazi war society. As the German consul general in Milan wrote, these people included the homosexuals and the 'work shy' , that is, people who did not seek gainful employment and thus failed to conform to the overblown work ethos of the Third Reich. Since they were considered to be of no use to society, these individuals were regarded as 'asocials' who needed to be removed from the new national community.102 It was obviously known to the German diplomat that after their delivery to Germany, these persons would meet a gruesome fate in a concentration camp. It would appear that he fully endorsed the activities of Himmler's henchmen. As he put it, these were 'persons such as exist in every Volk, but they should preferably be dealt with within one's own national boundaries. ' Yet another group of individuals were included among Germany's enemies, and their 'shameless activities' aroused particular indignation -these were single German women in Italy.103 These women were alleged to have an 'uncanny susceptibility to the Southern type' , as a leading nsdap party member noted after a visit to Italy, giving free rein to his prejudices against women. He went on to add, there were numerous 'cases when young German girls allowed themselves to be enticed to stay in Italy, hook up with any sort of man, and after a while, are passed along by this man to friends and acquaintances . . . In Naples, I was told that blossoming and attractive German women were transformed into Neapolitan streetwalkers in this way.' These women absolutely had to be sent back home, and the entry of single women to Italy had to be made 'impossible in the first place' .104 Those in power were not unaided in their efforts to discipline society. They also received energetic backing from ordinary Germans and Italians. The practice of denunciation was widespread in both countries, something historians have known for some time.105 Self-policing of this kind was targeted not only at fellow citizens of one's own country, but also at foreigners. In Germany, denunciations often involved the 'foreign workers' sent to its Axis partner beginning in 1937 by the Fascist regime to help cope with the labour shortage in the Reich. One such Italian worker was a man called Luigi D.106 who had the temerity to call out 'Long live Stalin' in a pub, clearly under the false assumption that nothing would happen to him for saying such a thing while he was abroad. However, a pub patron promptly denounced Luigi D. to the Gestapo, which issued a warrant for his arrest after consulting with the Italian polizia politica. The German embassy quickly took up the case and launched an inquiry about this woman with the Italian police, who in turn were in contact with the German police. In these ways, the long arm of the Nazi repressive apparatus extended well beyond the borders of Germany.
The abovementioned incidents were not unique cases -quite to the contrary. Well before Mussolini's fall in July 1943, German Jews in Italy were victims of state repression. On the occasion of Hitler's state visit in May 1938, Mussolini's policemen conducted 'preventive' arrests not only of communists but also of German Jews who had immigrated to Italy, out of concern about a possible attempt on the lives of the two dictators. In this way, quite a number of Jewish emigrants found themselves once again the victims of state persecution. A few of them suffered a particularly tragic fate: even before Mussolini's fall in 1943, they were deported from Italy to Germany, where they faced incarceration in a concentration camp. 109 In addition, German and Italians deliberated together about additional ways to exclude and persecute Jews. This area of collaboration presents a broad research subject that has been neglected until now. Thus, it is known that Germany showed intense interest in Fascist Italy's plan to deport Jews to its Abyssinian colony, along with other persons considered racially dangerous, such as gypsies.110 Those in power in Berlin hoped that Africa would also serve Germany as a potential deportation site for 'undesirables'; in this way, the Third Reich was looking to derive some practical benefit from Italian colonialism.111 Apparently, it was only Mussolini's decision not to pursue the 'Abyssinia Plan' that led Germany to continue searching for alternative deportation sites.
It is also known that both regimes cooperated to some extent in their antiSemitic propaganda. As early as 1933, Mussolini offered Hitler his support when the new National Socialist regime found itself under severe criticism from abroad on account of the boycott of Jewish businesses in April 1933. While Mussolini pompously advised Hitler against pursuing open anti-Semitism, encouraging him instead to lift the boycott for opportunistic reasons, so as not to provide Jews around the world with a pretext for attacks.112 But at the same time, the Duce also expressed his readiness, as claimed by members of the Reich Chancellery, to 'deny all reports about persecution of Jews in Germany generated for propagandistic purposes' through its diplomatic representatives abroad.113 It appears the Germans accepted this offer, and Italian embassies defended the Nazi actions in their host countries.114 However, it was only after the adoption of anti-Semitic legislation in the fall of 1938 that cooperation between the two regimes truly intensified in matters of anti-Semitic propaganda. Now, the radical forces in both regimes sought more contact with each other. This contact included, not least, interactions between Julius Streicher, editor of the anti-Semitic hate sheet Der Stürmer, and Roberto Farinacci, who must be regarded as one of the worst racists in fascist Italy.115 Whatever initial reservations the Axis partners may have had toward each other, they were quickly smoothed over, not least by a series of reciprocal visits. In internal discussions, Streicher pointed to anti-Semitism as a unifying element between Italy and Germany; without a doubt, he was following Hitler's lead in making this statement. Streicher explained that it had been the Jews who had seen to it that Germany and Italy ended up on opposing sides in the First World War. The notion that Italy had betrayed Germany in 1915, which had left many followers of National Socialism with strong reservations against their Axis partner, was thereby swept under the rug, something the Italian side noted with approval. 116 At the beginning of 1939 this ideological rapprochement culminated with Streicher and Farinacci jointly proclaiming an 'anti-Semitic Berlin-Rome Axis' . As they put it, the present anti-Jewish measures represented 'only the beginning of the fight against world Jewry' .117 This was not just empty Axis talk, as fascism 6 (2017) demonstrated by the exchange of propaganda texts between German and Italy, which were carefully analysed, translated, and often reprinted with only minor changes.118 In many instances, such texts were completely plagiarised. As noted by German propagandists, some Italian journalists essentially copied the work of German authors. One Italian guilty of this was Troilo Salvotti, who wrote in La Vita Italiana, one of the most important anti-Semitic inflammatory publications. 119 In Berlin it was claimed that Salvotti had copied 'in broad brush, the basic ideas and major points' of the book Jews in France by Heinz Ballensiefen, one of the most well-versed ss propaganda experts and co-author of the notorious anti-Semitic film The Eternal Jew.120 At the same time, the Germans also acknowledged that 'on many occasions' Ballensiefen had helped himself to selections from Vita Italiana, as well as to Regime Fascista and Tevere.121 For German observers, the effect was that the Italian and the German propaganda tracts came to resemble each other more and more. 122 In this connection, we should take a closer look at yet another aspect of German-Italian cooperation: intellectual exchange regarding 'Aryanisation' . This is of interest because it involved a different group of individuals -namely, bankers and other financial experts. It may be surprising that initially, knowledge was exported from Italy to Germany and not vice versa. Indeed, German specialists from Hermann Göring's Office of the Plenipotentiary for the Four Year Plan followed the creation of an Italian sequestration authority with great interest. 123 The Authority for the Management and Liquidation of Real Estate, as it was semi-innocuously termed, was set up in the wake of the anti-Semitic legislation of the fall of 1938.124 From this time forward, Jews no longer were part of the 'Aryan race' , a concept that also became a central point of official reference in fascist Italy. 125 It is in this context that Victoria de Grazia referred to Italy some time back as also being a 'racial state' . 126 One reason for German interest was that discussions were under way in the Third Reich to create an inter-European bank for exploiting Jewish assets, a plan that was related to the so-called Madagascar Plan, which called for deporting the Jews to the island of Madagascar and pilfering their possessions. Historians have previously described the Madagascar Plan as an entirely German undertaking. However, if we take a closer look, it is apparent that Italy's persecution of the Jews played a role in the plan's development. For one thing, German experts asked for very detailed information about the legal grounds, financing, and structure of the Italian Aryanisation authority and its experience to date in the day-to-day practice of expropriation. This information was important to the Germans, because they thought that the Italian Aryanisation authority functioned with great efficiency. Berlin knew that in just the first year of its operation, it had disposed of Jewish property worth four hundred million lire.127 In addition, calling upon the expertise of its most important partner in areas relevant to dictatorship had become routine practice for the Third Reich. In this instance as well -and this is most noteworthy -German experts did not fully rely on German experience. As a matter of course, the Nazi state sought to benefit from an external source of knowledge. What is more surprising is how willing the Italians were to send copious materials to Berlin about such a sensitive matter. In the reverse direction, although after some initial hesitation, German experts made the Italians privy to the 'delicate' Aryanisation practices of the German Reich. 128 Of course, the Madagascar plan was abandoned in 1942. Yet, as Christopher Browning has pointed out quite recently, it represented an important step on the way to the Holocaust129 -and, what is more, a step in which the Italians were again implicated. As final evidence of the importance of the Fascist regime and its policies of social exclusion to the Third Reich we should recall that Germans, including leading Nazis and extending down to the rank and file of the dictatorship, repeatedly emphasised that their nation no longer stood alone in its war against the Jews. They communicated this sentiment openlyGerman publications from the period regularly acknowledge Italy's contribution to research in the area of 'racial science' , and praise the Italians for drawing the 'right' political conclusions.130 Yet such remarks were also made regularly by government officials in internal communications. One example is the October 1938 report submitted to his superiors in Berlin by Rudolf Frercks, a functionary in the nsdap's Office of Racial Policy, analysing the anti-Semitic legislation just introduced in Italy.131 A physician and so-called racial expert, Frercks had just returned from a study trip to Rome, where he had met several Italian colleagues and high-ranking members of the Fascist regime, including Propaganda Minister Dino Alfieri. After explaining the background for the Fascist legislation, Frercks stated with obvious satisfaction that now, 'Germany's heretofore isolated position in this territory had now been broken.' What is surprising is that Frercks thought it was important to particularly emphasise this point. After all, Frercks had published a number of scientific papers on demographics himself.132 He could easily have supported the validity of the German position on questions of race against foreign criticism by simply referring to his own publications and those of his German colleagues. The fact that he did not do so, but instead drew upon Italy as 'proof' for the correctness of the Third Reich in its anti-Semitic measures clearly demonstrates one thing: namely, that even hardline racists like Frercks, whose professional work had dealt with the allegedly inequality of the races, were not absolutely certain about the matter. Instead, they sought outside confirmation. The sometimes vociferous disapproval of the persecution of the Jews expressed at that time in democratic nations did not just bounce off deaf ears; instead, it actually made an impression. Frercks was right when he spoke in this connection about the foreign policy 'isolation' of the Third Reich. Conversely, Frercks statements also show that the racism 'experts' felt bolstered by their Axis partner in their conviction that they were on the 'right' path. In this way, Italy exerted a very important self-affirming function.
Conditions first began to change in the early 1940s as the 'totalitarian beacon' of Italian fascism lost all of its remaining lustre. At this time, a group of younger, academically educated National Socialists, known as the 'Generation of the Unbound' , battled for the key positions of power. They felt the need to distinguish themselves through their extraordinary intransigence and radicalism. 133 One needs to recall that National Socialism was a highly competitive system, in which everyone vied for the favour of the Führer, who was the ultimate decision-maker. Now, utterly disavowing Italian fascism, a movement that many older Nazis had so often invoked,134 was a way to gain prominence and to put forward a different interpretation of the 'true nature' of the Third Reich. Italy's abject military failures after 1940 made this kind of distancing all the easier. In fact, it did not take long before Italian fascism was viewed as something long outpaced. 135 Fascism was now characterised not only as an idea from the past, but also labelled as 'foreign' . Mussolini's totalitarian state, which leading National Socialists such as Freisler and Göring had set on a par with their own ideas and even looked to as a model, now suddenly became just a genuinely 'Roman idea' .136 For example, German jurists reframing as Fascism as 'alien' , contrasting it with what they called the pure 'German idea of the völkische Gemeinschaft' [volkish community]. This represented an attempt to construct a mythology of national uniqueness. To summarize, in the late phase of the Nazi regime, Italy became an object in a battle for control over interpretations about the essence of National Socialism. This conflict culminated in Italian fascism being expurgated from the history of National Socialism, a history in which it had previously held an important status.
National Uniqueness? Rethinking the Place of Nazi Germany in the History of Europe
The findings presented here enhance our understanding of racism-inspired social exclusion and repression in Nazi Germany, and not merely in the form of a few new details. Indeed, they suggest a fundamentally new perspective on National Socialism. First, it should be quite clear that the history of the Third Reich cannot be viewed with an isolated focus on Germany, as is still frequently done today.137 Many observers view the National Socialist regime as an entity sui generis, which is consistent with the enormous importance generally ascribed to the 20th century nation-state. The nation-state is ostensibly the 'normal level of aggregation'; international relations and interactions are understood as mere 'subordinate processes' .138 It is in this context that Ian Kershaw has spoken of the 'uniqueness of Nazism' , thereby repeating the Sonderweg thesis in a truncated form: after 1933, Germany is said to have taken its own, unparalleled route to modernity. 139 However, a closer look at Nazi policies of social exclusion and repression reveals that, in a key area of its rule, the regime was multiply interconnected with another totalitarian dictatorship, both in thought and action. In the area of racist policy, Hitler and his men sought to march in step with Mussolini's regime over many years; Italy was successfully used as an argument in internal discussions on the construction, consolidation, and further development of the German dictatorship. The two regimes worked together internationally in persecuting their enemies and social outcasts; transnational learning processes crucially empowered the German dictatorship. Overall, the Nazis are thus revealed as less sovereign and detached than they sought to portray themselves to the outside world.
Clearly, in terms of racism and anti-Semitism, the Third Reich and Fascist Italy were not so distant from each other as normally assumed to this day. The findings presented here turn our cherished image of the Axis relationship virtually on its head. Until now, the assumption has been that the relationship was marked by deep mistrust and resentment, and that the partners only affirmed the closeness of their two regimes in the context of propaganda aimed at the outside world. The findings presented here show, instead, that the two regimes often differentiated themselves to the outside world while secretly working together in tandem, exchanging knowledge and providing supportboth moral and material -on key issues.
Germany and Fascist Italy regarding racism and anti-Semitism, buttressing her argument in large part on 'scornful German views' about the Italian regime's alleged shortcomings. 'Claiming that the Nazis had an "unfailing instinct" for recognizing the differences between totalitarian and non-totalitarian regimes, Arendt filled footnotes with quotes from Heinrich Himmler, Joseph Goebbels and others attesting to Italian fascism's "superficiality"' , Ben-Ghiat writes. 144 This interpretation risks 'essentialising' National Socialism and its racist policies.145 Scholars such as Ian Kershaw and Richard Bessel do, in fact, speak of racism as the 'essence' of the Third Reich.146 They sharply contrast the supposedly inherent racist nature of Nazism with the 'secondary role' that racism had in Mussolini's regime and other fascist states. In addition, they assert that certain features of other fascist states were explicitly 'artificial' , that is, alien to their essential being. For Kershaw, to name one example, it is inconceivable that the cult of the Führer surrounding Franco represented anything more than an 'aping' of the German model. 147 The term 'aping' has strong implications: It suggests that we are only dealing with a superficial phenomenon, and one that does not ultimately relate to the core of National Socialism.
Consequently, it seems necessary to 'de-essentialise' historical research. National Socialism should instead be approached as a discursive field.148 Rather than taking certain primary sources at face value, which speak of unbridgeable contradictions between National Socialism and Fascism on questions of race, historians should investigate the discursive context in which such statements were made. In the present context, it would be advisable to investigate the motives that existed for using Italy as a model or as an anti-model, the broader historical factors that marked this discussion, and the impact that talk about the 'Mussolini model' had upon the configuration of the Nazi regime in different realms of the dictatorship. One such influencing factor was the international context itself. As this paper has shown, Germany's estimation of Mussolini was affected not least by how the outside world regarded Mussolini. The idea of the uniqueness of Nazism, as promulgated by the Nazis themselves, had its ultimate origin in the need to counter the often-repeated outside reproach that the Nazi movement lacked originality. Thus, rather than ascribe historical uniqueness to National Socialism, historians should instead examine the notion of uniqueness as a subject for historical investigation, for this reveals how racist and anti-Semitic narratives served as frameworks for structuring reality. From this perspective, the argument that Fascist Italy crucially inspired National Socialism in the area of racism, helping to pave the way for its radicalization, no longer appears fantastic or absurd.
